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Abstract 
The article investigates the pragmatic-linguistic aspects of two World Wide Funds for 
Nature (WWF) Public Service Advertisements (PSAs) on nature protection. Drawing 
on the theories of Critical Discourse Analysis (Fairclough 1995a, 1995b, 2000, 2003; 
van Dijk 1995; Wodak 1996), Critical Discourse Studies (van Dijk 2007;Wodak and 
Meyer 2015), Multimodal Critical Discourse Studies (Machin 2013), Austin‟s Speech 
Act Theory (Austin 1962), and Searle‟s classification of speech acts (Searle 1975), the 
paper examines the pragmatic features of PSAs, viewing each advertisement as a text 
(locutionary act), examining advertisement aims (illocutionary act) as well as their 
effect on the public (perlocutionary act). The analysis of PSAs as illocutionary and 
perlocutionary acts reveals intentional application of argumentative and manipulative 
mechanisms on phonetic, lexical, syntactical and semiotic levels.  
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1 Theoretical Background 
 
Austin‟s Speech Act Theory tends to view language more as an action rather than a 
means of conveying and expressing ideas. In his well-known book “How to do things 
with words” Austin (1962) discusses the idea that people use the language not only to 
assert things but also to do things. This kind of approach is particularly true about 
advertising discourse, the aim of which is not simply to state something but admonish 
people to act in a certain way. 
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Austin further distinguishes three types of speech acts: locutionary act, 
illocutionary act and perlocutionary act.  
The locutionary act is “the act of saying something”, the act of uttering certain 
expressions (Austin 1962: 94). An illocutionary act is a way of using language, and 
its performance is “the performance of an act in saying something as opposed to 
performance of an act of saying something” (Austin 1962: 99). The perlocutionary act 
corresponds to the “consequential effects upon the feelings, thoughts, or actions of the 
audience, or of the speaker, or of other persons” (Austin 1962: 101). 
Dwelling on Austin‟s theory, Searle classified illocutionary speech acts into: 
representatives, directives, commissives, expressives and declarations. 
Representatives “commit the speaker (in varying degrees) to something's being the 
case, to the truth of the expressed proposition” (Searle 1975: 354). The different kinds 
are suggesting, boasting, swearing, concluding etc. Directives are “attempts… by the 
speaker to get the hearer to do something” (Searle 1975: 355). For example, asking, 
ordering, requesting, inviting, advising and begging. Commissives are “illocutionary 
acts whose point is to commit the speaker (again in varying degrees) to some future 
course of action” (Searle 1975: 356). Some examples of this type are promising, 
planning, opposing etc. Expressives express the psychological state with verbs such as 
„thank‟, „congratulate‟, „apologize‟, „condole‟, „deplore‟, and „welcome‟. Finally, 
declarations “bring about some alternation in the status or condition of the referred-to 
object or objects solely in virtue of the fact that the declaration has been successfully 
performed” (Searle 1975: 358). 
The present paper aims at analyzing the pragmatic-linguistic aspects of PSAs 
based on Austin‟s and Searle‟s theories, with the intention of viewing each 
advertisement as a text (locutionary act), revealing the aims of the advertisement 
(illocutionary act) and the effect of the advertisement on public (perlocutionary act). 
Moreover, PSAs are analyzed in the scope of Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA).  
According to Fairclough, CDA analyzes language usage in relation to social and 
cultural structures. Therefore, discourse is described as a three-dimensional 
framework. It is simultaneously a text, discursive practice that encompasses text 
production and interpretation, as well as a sociocultural practice (Fairclough 1995a, 
1995b, 2000, 2003). 
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Wodak also emphasizes the idea that CDA is related to social problems. It does 
not study language separately but views the linguistic aspects of social and cultural 
structures and practices (Wodak 1996:17-20).  
In his article “Aims of Critical Discourse Analysis” van Dijk (1995) identifies 
several important points that are closely related to the object of this study – PSAs. 
Accordingly, CDA is: 
 Problem or issue-oriented. 
 Inter- or multi-disciplinary focusing on the “relations between 
discourse and society” (van Dijk 1995: 18). 
 Studies in CDA may analyze all levels of discourse such as aspects of 
phonology, syntax and semantics as well as pragmatic dimensions of 
language use (e.g. speech acts and pragmatic strategies). 
 A great number of CDA studies do not only investigate verbal 
communication but also discuss semiotic dimensions, such as images, 
gestures, audio and video. 
 CDA studies aim at uncovering hidden meaning with an emphasis on 
examining strategies of “manipulation, legitimation, the manufacture 
of consent and other discursive ways to influence the minds (and 
indirectly the actions) of people in the interest of the powerful” (van 
Dijk 1995: 18). 
 
The above-mentioned points make CDA an effective methodology for PSA analysis, 
since they perfectly reflect the essence of PSAs; in other words, PSAs are problem 
and issue-oriented, reveal the problems existing in the given society and apply both 
linguistic and extra-linguistic means as well as manipulative techniques to steer 
public opinion and actions. 
Moreover, since the 2000s, CDA researchers have continuously improved and 
developed CDA into a broader field of research – CDS (Critical Discourse Studies) 
(see van Dijk 2007; Wodak & Meyer 2015). Drawing on the ideas of CDA, CDS 
combined a number of other approaches such as the Discourse-Historical, the Socio-
Cognitive and the Multimodal approaches leading to new types of analysis 
(Krzyżanowski & Forchtner 2016: 254-255). As Iedema (2003: 33) argues “the term 
multimodality was introduced to highlight the importance of taking into account 
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semiotics other than language-in-use, such as image, music, gesture, and so on”. The 
emphasis on Multimodality led to another approach within CDS known as MCDS 
(Multimodal Critical Discourse Studies). According to Machin (2013: 348) “in 
multimodal communication, the different modes had become more integrated and 
visual elements were being used to communicate complex ideas and attitudes”. 
MCDS allows a more complete observation of the complex interrelation between 
linguistic and non-linguistic elements, in particular, the written text and the picture, in 
the study of print PSAs.  
 
 
2 Pragmatic-linguistic Analysis of WWF PSAs 
 
In American print PSAs one of the prevailing topics is the protection of nature. This 
topic started being discussed especially at the end of the 20
th
 and beginning of the 21
st
 
century when it was apparent that the world was facing global problems that could be 
solved only collectively, with the efforts of the whole humanity. In this context the 
media inaugurated a policy to raise people‟s awareness of the need for protection of 
nature so that they would be more responsible and astute in this respect. Hence, PSAs 
on this topic became quite common. One of the well-known organizations that creates 
PSAs on this topic is WWF. The present article will examine the pragmatic-linguistic 
peculiarities of the following two WWF PSAs. 
 
(1) Don‟t wait until it‟s gone. Protect the future of nature. (WWF 2009) (Figure 1) 
 
(2) There are as few as 3200 tigers left in the wild. Don‟t wait until they‟re gone. 
Protect the future of nature. (WWF 2009) (Figure 2) 
 
Heghine Kharazyan, Zoe Tatsioka 
220 
 
Figure 1. WWF public service advertisement 1 (WWF Newsletter 2009) 
 
 
Figure 2. WWF public service advertisement (photo taken by the authors) 
 
The aforementioned tokens are part of a campaign carried out by WWF in 2009 
whereby the organization calls to humanity to protect the future of nature. The topic 
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of the PSA, the audience and the media type can be clearly identified. The topic is the 
protection of nature, the audience is humanity and the media is print magazines, 
newspapers and banners. The choice of this media type is intentional since in the print 
version the message the PSA wishes to convey can be posted anywhere (magazines, 
streets) and thus become available to different layers of society, irrespective of 
gender, age and media usage preferences. This could be one of the reasons PSAs are 
usually distributed in print banners.  
Turning now to the analysis of the two advertisements (see Figure 1 and 2), it is 
important to stress that both ads consist of two logically connected and interrelated 
texts, the first is the linguistic text and the second is expressed by symbols, more 
specifically through the use of an image. Regarding the structure of the ad, it is 
evident that the textual part is quite brief. The first example has no linguistic 
argument, whereas the second does: There are as few as 3200 tigers left in the wild. 
The provided statistics convey logical argumentation. As opposed to this, in the first 
example the argument is rather emotional and expressed by extra-linguistic means, in 
this case pictures.  
The effectiveness of the ad is achieved by the intertextual dialogue between 
these two types of text. Lack of interplay between the two would imply the reduction 
of illocutionary and perlocutionary effects on the audience. For example, the icons 
alone (i.e. the picture) represent a certain image as a desired state of affairs. In fact, it 
is a representation within another representation, since the picture is set in the 
background of a real or threatening state of affairs regarding the same location. 
Hence, the message of the advert bears locutionary content on two levels, that of the 
original representation of the background picture of the advert –depicting the 
threatening or current state of affairs- and that of the inset picture depicting the 
desired or threatened state of affairs; however at this level, it is devoid of any impact 
and does not call to action. Only when the linguistic part is added does the intention of 
the ad become evident. Therefore, it is the linguistic part that carries out the 
illocutionary function calling to action. Finally, the intertextual dialogue between the 
picture and the linguistic text results in the perlocutionary effect on the audience 
making the viewers change their behavior and take action. Hence, if we view these 
ads from the perspective of Speech Act Theory (Austin 1962), the first example has 
directive utterances admonishing the audience not to wait until the nature disappears 
totally but take action and protect the future of nature starting from now. In the second 
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example, in addition to the abovementioned directive utterances, there is also an 
assertive utterance representing the fact that 3200 tigers are left in the nature, 
providing further evidence for taking action. 
With regard to the extra-linguistic part of the ads, in both examples the strategy 
followed is the same although the pictures are different. In both examples the gloomy, 
desolate picture of nature is contrasted to the bright and beautiful photo held in the 
hand. In the first example we see a photo of beautiful corals and fish, whereas in the 
second a photo of a tiger in a leafy forest. It is obvious that the ads represent the 
symbolic contrast between the past (photo) and the future (desolate nature), whereas 
the present is in the hands of humanity both literally and metaphorically as in the 
advert. From this perspective the picture of the human hand occupying more than half 
of the ad is intentional too. It implicitly tells the audience that the protection of nature 
is in human hands. Hence, the hand has a metaphoric meaning of help. There is also a 
contrast between colors. The future where humanity does not care about nature is 
represented with dark colors, whereas the picture of the past in the human hand is 
bright and colorful. Therefore, with this symbolic contrast, the ads create a contrast 
between positive and negative emotions, which is one of the means of linguistic 
manipulation. According to Bernadskaya (2008) the negative emotions represent the 
description of the problem, while the positive emotions show the solution. All this 
information is implicitly conveyed to the audience which is also a peculiar feature of 
linguistic manipulation. The implicit information makes the ad more effective and 
influential because the viewers draw conclusions from the given information 
themselves appealing to both cognitive and emotional aspects of the human makeup 
and thus they can trust this kind of information more (Bernadskaya 2008). Hence, the 
perlocutionary effect of the ad becomes more powerful. 
Therefore, in the first example the argumentation is emotional based on the 
contrast between positive and negative emotions, whereas in the second example both 
emotional and logical arguments are present. As has already been mentioned, the 
logical argument is represented by statistics: there are as few as 3200 tigers left in the 
wild. The logical argument is inductive, since a general logical conclusion to protect 
the nature is drawn from a specific example mentioning the number of tigers. The 
absence of statistics in the first example is perhaps determined by the object 
advertised, since sea corals and fish are difficult to count as opposed to tigers.  
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It is worthy of note that the argumentation is actualized on phonetic, syntactic 
and lexical levels as well. Moreover, even the typography can have an implicit 
argumentative function. On a typographic level we can observe that the fonts of the 
texts written on the photo and on the background picture are different. The contrast 
between print and handwritten fonts is an implicit means to show the contrast between 
indifference and human care, since the handwritten typography adds a more personal 
note to the ad, showing that the responsibility for the protection of the environment 
lies within every one of us. Hence, even on typographic level the importance of 
human factor in the protection of nature is highlighted implicitly. It should also be 
mentioned that the photograph is Polaroid reminding the audience of joyous memories 
and implying that the lively places of the world might become memories soon. 
Moreover, on a phonetic level the stylistic device of alliteration is applied where 
the consonant [t∫] is repeated at the end of the words future and nature. This stylistic 
device adds emotiveness to the ad making it more impressive and easy to remember.  
In terms of syntax imperative sentences are prevailing which directly address 
the audience ordering not to wait but to act. Hence, according to Searle‟s typology 
(Searle 1975), directive utterances are applied. It is worth noting that negative forms 
of verbs are used which, however, do not have a negative meaning but rather serve as 
a signal to the audience to act as the negative particle negates inaction: „Don‟t wait‟. 
In addition, an implied warning is also imparted to the audience (e.g. if you wait 
longer, nature will be destroyed) that results from the dialogue between the linguistic 
and non-linguistic text. Furthermore, the negative forms of verbs intensify the 
illocutionary effect of the linguistic text. The linguistic text is rather brief, which 
makes the ad attractive and easy to remember. For this purpose the contracted forms 
don’t and it’s are used instead of do not and it is.  
Moreover, the contracted forms also succeed in making the text friendly since 
complete forms are characteristic of formal language use whereas contracted forms 
are indicative of a friendly conversation. This also indirectly creates a link between 
the advertiser and the audience creating an ambience of trust. In the first sentence of 
the first ad the pronoun it is used which also intimates the linguistic text to the 
foregrounded picture. Semantically it is clear that the pronoun refers to the picture of 
nature as depicted in the inset photo. Hence, the principle of intersemiotic translation 
can be recalled when a sign expressed in one semiotic system acquires its meaning 
from another semiotic system (Jakobson 1959). In this case the meaning of the 
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linguistic sign becomes clear due to the picture. This is a common phenomenon when 
dealing with intersemiotic texts like advertisements. What is more, the two semiotic 
systems in this case are integrated; they complement each other and cannot be 
separated. In the second example there is also a contracted form they’re where the 
pronoun is an anaphor for the noun tigers. 
On a lexical level the phrase as few as should be noted. The Macmillan 
dictionary defines the phrase as “used before a number for emphasizing that it is 
smaller than you might expect” (Macmillan Dictionary 2017). Therefore the usage of 
this phrase gives additional implicit meaning and emotiveness to the statistics in the 
statement implicitly stressing that the expectations of the audience and the reality are 
drastically different. 
 
 
3 Conclusion 
 
The paper examined the linguistic and pragmatic elements of two PSAs published in 
the U.S. It is evident that the advertisements employ a number of strategies in order to 
convince the public to take action and protect the environment. Firstly, the 
illocutionary acts expressed through the ads urge the public to act immediately aiming 
at the perlocutionary effect of convincing the reader. This effect is also reinforced at a 
multimodal level by the interplay between the text and the visual content which aims 
to evoke feelings of concern and personal involvement. Finally, the use of colloquial 
lexical items, contracted forms and of a handwritten font type personalize the ads 
intimating them to the audience. However, as noted above, the most influential or 
manipulatively savvy component of the ads has to be the interaction between the two 
representational levels, that of the backgrounded picture, on the one hand, and that of 
the inset pictures, on the other, whereby the viewer has to decide which is the 
representation of the current state of affairs (the present) and which is a representation 
of a future state of affairs (the future), the threatened and the threatening, back and 
forth, racing the trajectory between present and future by just looking to understand 
the two pictures and their import.  
A caveat though, as significant and impactful as this type of ad may be, it should 
nevertheless be noted that the sample of PSAs used in this paper is rather limited, thus 
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further research is necessitated to identify whether similar devices are utilized by 
other PSAs. 
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